Introduction {#Sec1}
============

The phenomenon of light storage in an atomic medium is widely regarded as important, having application in various fields, such as atomic physics, quantum optics, quantum computing, and quantum communication^[@CR1]--[@CR10]^. The fundamental concept employed in atomic light memory is the superposition of atomic states interacting with coherent light. Techniques for the storage and manipulation of the quantum state of an optical light pulse have been successfully developed to facilitate quantum memory in an atomic medium with atomic coherence. In particular, quantum memory is a key technology for long-distance quantum communication, photonic quantum information networks, and on-demand single photon sources^[@CR11]--[@CR13]^. The essential characteristics of light storage are the preservation of various types of information concerning the light, such as its intensity, longitudinal phase coherence, spatial coherence, polarization, and optical frequency^[@CR14]--[@CR17]^. Quantum memory is based on maintenance of the quantum properties of the stored light, such as retention of its entanglement, qubits, and photon statistics^[@CR17]--[@CR20]^.

From the perspective of classical and quantum optics, the coherence of light is a very important characteristic, because of the associated interference and superposition behavior. Therefore, preservation of the longitudinal phase and transverse spatial coherences of light during a light storage process in an atomic medium has been reported^[@CR14]--[@CR16]^. In particular, previous studies have described preservation of the longitudinal phase coherence of a retrieval light pulse in an atomic vapor cell^[@CR14]^ and a cold atomic medium^[@CR15]^. Although preservation of the properties of the retrieval light pulse in light storage and quantum memory has been studied^[@CR14],[@CR15]^, the phase coherence of the retrieval light pulse has never been directly compared to that of the input light. Further, the retrieval-light-pulse phase coherence is influenced by the phase coherence of the coupling light beams used for writing and reading in atomic light storage based on electromagnetically induced transparency (EIT); however, this influence has never been considered.

In this paper, we investigate the longitudinal phase coherence of a retrieval light pulse according to the storage and delay times of a reference light in a warm Rb atomic vapor. By comparing the longitudinal phase coherence of the probe light and coupling light with that between the storage and retrieval light pulses using a delayed beat-note interferometer, we directly demonstrate that the longitudinal phase coherence of the retrieval light pulse is dependent on the phase coherence of the coupling light beams used for writing and reading in EIT-based atomic light storage.

Results {#Sec2}
=======

To directly measure the phase coherence of the retrieval light pulse in the atomic light storage, we used a delayed beat interferometer, which yields the beat fringe between the probe light and the delayed reference light. The characteristics of this fringe are influenced by the time delay. The reference light, which was shifted by 2 MHz from the optical frequency of the probe laser, was sent to an optical delay line consisting of three 400-m-long single-mode fibers (SMFs). After passing through the optical delay line, the reference light was combined with the retrieval light pulse at a beam splitter (BS). We measured the beat fringes between the reference light and the retrieval light pulse for several different optical delay lengths.

Experimental setup {#Sec3}
------------------

A schematic of the experimental apparatus used to examine the phase coherence of the retrieval light pulse is shown in Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}. Two external cavity diode lasers (ECDLs), one for the probe and reference lights and another for the coupling light, were optically locked using an electro-optic modulator (EOM) of 6.8 GHz, which is equal to the hyperfine splitting frequency of the 5S~1/2~ ground state of the ^87^Rb atom. The spectral widths of the ECDLs were estimated to be less than 1 MHz and the relative frequency jittering of the two optically locked lasers was measured to be less than 2 Hz, corresponding to the measurement limitation of the radio-frequency (RF) spectrum analyzer.Figure 1Schematic of experimental apparatus for examining the phase coherence of a retrieval light pulse in light storage featuring warm Rb atomic vapor (AOM: acousto-optic modulator; EOM: electro-optic modulator; PBS: polarization beam splitter; BS: beam splitter, HWP: half-wave plate; M: Mirror; and APD: avalanche photodiode).

The frequencies of the probe and coupling lasers were locked to the 5S~1/2~ (F = 1)--5P~1/2~ (F′ = 1 and 2) transition of ^87^Rb. The probe laser was split into two parts by a BS, yielding the probe and reference light pulses. Thus, one part was the probe light pulse, which was given a half-Gaussian shape using a fiber EOM (EOM1), and the other was the reference light, which was shifted by 2 MHz using two acousto-optic modulators (AOMs) for the beat interferometer. The coupling laser was a control light for storage (writing) and retrieval (reading) in the atomic medium using another fiber EOM (EOM2). The lasers were linearly polarized in the perpendicular direction, and the optical powers of the probe and coupling lasers were 20 μW and 204 μW, respectively. The probe light pulse was combined with the co-propagating coupling light at a polarizing beam splitter (PBS). For the storage medium, we used an Rb vapor cell that was 2.5 cm in diameter and 5 cm in length with a 4-Torr Ne buffer gas. To shield the vapor cell from the Earth's magnetic field, it was wrapped in three layers of μ-metal sheets. The measured residual magnetic field in the μ-metal chamber was sub-milliGauss. The temperature of the vapor cell was controlled at 45 °C, corresponding to an atomic number density of 1.5 × 10^11^/cm^3^. Following storage in the vapor cell, the retrieval light pulse was measured using an avalanche photodiode (APD).

Longitudinal phase coherence of retrieval light in atomic medium {#Sec4}
----------------------------------------------------------------

To investigate the longitudinal phase coherence of the retrieval light in the atomic medium, we used the beat interferometer between the probe light and reference light. All beat signals in our experiment were averaged over 512 traces. First, we observed the beat fringe between the continuous-wave (CW) probe light and CW reference light, as shown in Fig. [2(a)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}. The visibility *V* of the normalized beat fringe of Fig. [2(a)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"} was estimated to be 1.0 and its frequency was set to correspond exactly to the 2-MHz frequency shift of the reference light achieved using the two AOMs. All beat signals of Fig. [2](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"} were measured when a 10-m-long delay line was used for the reference light. The time delay between the probe light and reference light was estimated to be approximately 50 ns from the optical path length of the delay line. The time delay was considerably shorter than the coherence time of the ECDL used in this setup. However, the coherence time of our ECDL was estimated to be more than 1 μs. As shown in Fig. [2(a)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}, the beat-fringe *V* was high and clear, because the delay time between the two light beams was shorter than the light-source coherence time.Figure 2Beat interferometer of the retrieval light in the atomic medium. (**a**) Beat fringe between CW probe light and CW reference light. Beat fringes for storage times of (**b**) 2.1 μs, (**c**) 3.6 μs, (**d**) 5.2 μs, and (**e**) 7.3 μs during the storage and retrieval processes.

The probe pulse light and the coupling light were operated according to the sequence for storage and retrieval in the atomic medium; hence, the normalized signals of the storage light and retrieval light and the beat fringes of the incoming and outgoing light beams were obtained for various storage times. In our experiment, the probe pulse was shaped to a Gaussian pulse of 5.5 μs at full width at half maximum (FWHM). The coherence time at 27.5% efficiency was estimated to be 7.3 μs. The black dashed curves and red solid curves of Fig. [2(b--e)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"} show the normalized signals of the storage light and retrieval light and the beat fringes of the incoming and outgoing light beams for storage times of 2.1 μs, 3.6 μs, 5.2 μs, and 7.3 μs, respectively. It is apparent that the magnitude of the retrieval light beam decreases when the storage time increases. However, the visibility of the retrieval-light beat signal remains at approximately 1.0 to the retrieval-light magnitude. Further, compared with the beat fringe of the CW probe in Fig. [2(a)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}, the phases of the beat fringes over the entire region of the light storage process are exactly identical to that of the beat fringe of the CW probe light. In particular, in the case of Fig. [2(e)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}, the storage time is longer than the ECDL coherence time, but the retrieval-light beat signal can be observed clearly. Notably, the phase of the retrieval light pulse is consistent with that of Fig. [2(a)](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"}, which indicates that the retrieval light is coherent with the reference light generated after the storage time. If the implication of this result is accepted, the coherence time of the storage light pulse can be changed and increased by adjusting the storage time. However, it is not clear whether the observed phase of the stored light pulse is determined by preservation of the longitudinal phase coherence of the input light pulse during the storage time, or by its time evolution during storage. Therefore, we must compare the retrieval light pulse with a time-delayed reference light beam, where the reference light beam at a storage moment is first delayed in an optical fiber during the storage time.

Beat fringes of delayed beat interferometer according to delay-line length {#Sec5}
--------------------------------------------------------------------------

Before investigating the phase coherence of the retrieval light pulse according to the reference-light time delay, we measured the beat fringes of the delayed beat interferometer. Figure [3](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"} shows the beat fringes between the CW probe light and CW reference light for a 1200-m-long delay line, for which the time delay was estimated to be approximately 6 μs. As shown in the top part of Fig. [3(a)](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}, when the beat signals were trigged at a given time, dynamic variation of the beat-fringe phases occurred; this was because of the long time delay between the two light beams compared with the ECDL coherence time. When the beat signals were averaged over 512 traces, a delayed beat fringe was observed, as shown in the bottom part of Fig. [3(a)](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}. The magnitude of the delayed beat signal decreased rapidly and vanished within approximately 7 μs.Figure 3Beat fringes of the delayed beat interferometer according to delay-line length. (**a**) For the time delay of the 1200-m-long delay line, (top) single-shot beat fringes and (bottom) beat signal averaged over 512 traces. (**b**) Delayed beat interferometer fringes according to delay-line length, for delay line consisting of a 10-m and three 400-m-long SMFs, such as 10 m, 400 m, 800 m, and 1200 m.

Figure [3(b)](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"} shows the delayed beat interferometer fringes according to the delay line length, for delay lines consisting of combinations of one 10-m-long SMF or up to three 400-m-long SMFs, yielding overall delay line lengths of 10 m, 400 m, 800 m, and 1200 m. The results indicate that, as the delay-line length increases, the maintenance time (*τ* ~b~) of the beat fringe decreases; that is, *τ* ~b~ is in inverse proportion to the delay-line length. The time delay of each delay line was calculated from the optical path length, corresponding to 0.05 μs, 2.08 μs, 4.15 μs, and 6.23 μs for delay-line lengths of 10 m, 400 m, 800 m, and 1200 m, respectively. The corresponding FWHM values of the delayed beat fringes were estimated to be 25 ms, 20 μs, 6.0 μs, and 4.4 μs, respectively. Thus, we next investigated the phase coherence of the incoming light and outgoing light during the storage time.

Phase coherence of retrieval light pulse according to reference-light time delay {#Sec6}
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

To examine the preservation of the phase coherence of the input light pulse during the storage time, we compared the retrieval-light phase with that of the reference light for various time delays. The time delay between the retrieval light and reference light can be controlled by changing the delay-line length. Figure [4(a)](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"} shows the phase dynamics of the storage and retrieval light beams according to the reference-light time delay during the storage process, for a 7.3-μs storage time. Interestingly, Fig. [4(a)](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"} indicates that the retrieval-light beat fringe decreases and averages out as the delay-line length increases.Figure 4Beat fringes of the retrieval light pulse according to the delay-line lengths of the reference-light. (**a**) Phase dynamics of storage and retrieval lights according to reference-light time delay during storage process with 7.3-μs storage time. (**b**) Magnified beat signal in portion of retrieval light pulse of Fig. 4(a).

To clearly confirm the beat fringe removal for the retrieval light, we magnified a portion of the retrieval light pulse of Fig. [4(a)](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"}, as shown in Fig. [4(b)](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"}. When the visibility *V* of the beat fringe for the 10-m-long delay line was set to a reference value of *V* = 1, the *V* values of the delayed beat fringes were estimated to be 0.72, 0.16, and 0.04 for delay-line lengths of 400, 800, and 1200 m, respectively. The results of Fig. [4](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"} mean that the retrieval-light phase is not identical to that of the incoming probe light. Therefore, it seems that the phase coherence of the input probe light is not preserved during the storage time.

However, let us consider the phase of the coupling light used for writing and reading in the atomic medium. Basically, EIT-based atomic light storage utilizes the superposition of atomic states interacting with the probe light and coupling light. When the probe light is used for writing to the atomic medium, atomic coherence is generated by both the probe light and coupling light. Information on not only the probe light, but also the coupling light is stored in the atomic medium. When the information of the stored probe light is read from the atomic memory, it is read from the atomic-medium memory by the coupling light only. However, the coupling-light phase when the probe light pulse is being used to write to the atomic medium differs from that during reading from the atomic medium. Therefore, the phase coherence of the coupling light for reading from the atomic light storage affects the retrieval-light phase.

The experimental results of Fig. [4](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"} are understood as indicating the phase coherence between writing and reading for the coupling light beams. First, in the case of the 10-m-long delay line, it was found that the coupling light generated after the 7.3-μs storage time read the stored probe light from the atomic medium; however, a high-*V* beat signal appeared despite the over-limitation of the coherence time of the employed laser. This beat fringe was due to interference between the retrieval light and the reference light generated after the 7.3-μs storage time. Note that, if the retrieval-light phase coherence corresponds to that of the writing coupling light, the mechanism behind the maintenance of the high *V* and continuity of the phase of the retrieval-light beat fringe, which is independent of the storage time, can be understood. That is, this behavior occurs because the time delay between the retrieval light and reference light is considerably shorter than the light-source coherence time.

Second, in the case of the 1200-m-long delay line, when the retrieval-light phase was compared with that of the input probe light, the retrieval-light beat signal was averaged out. The low *V* of the beat fringe between the retrieval light and reference light at a storage moment means that the phases of the incoming light and outgoing light are uncorrelated. This result can be illustrated as the phase correlation between the retrieval and writing coupling light beams, because the time delay between the retrieval and reference light beams is similar to the storage time (6.3 and 7.3 μs, respectively) and considerably longer than the light-source coherence time. Therefore, based on the experimental results of Fig. [4](#Fig4){ref-type="fig"}, we have confirmed that the retrieval-light phase coherence is due to preservation of the phase coherence of the input light pulse, while also corresponding to the phase of the coupling light beam used for reading^[@CR21],[@CR22]^.

Phase coherence of retrieval light pulse according to storage time {#Sec7}
------------------------------------------------------------------

For a reference-light delay line with a length fixed at 800 m, corresponding to a time delay of 4.2 μs, we investigated the retrieval-light phase for storage times of 3.6 μs and 7.3 μs. Figure [5](#Fig5){ref-type="fig"} shows the beat fringes of the CW probe light and storage light pulses, allowing analysis of the retrieval-light phase coherence compared with the beat fringe of the CW probe light. When the storage time was increased from 3.6 μs to 7.3 μs, the magnitude and visibility of the retrieval-light beat signal decreased, as shown in Fig. [5](#Fig5){ref-type="fig"}. Comparing the beat fringes of the CW probe light and storage light pulses, it is apparent that the beat signal visibility of the retrieval light is related to the line shape of the beat-fringe envelope of the CW probe light. The amplitude of the beat fringe of the CW probe light affects the beat signal visibility of the retrieval light at a given storage time. However, the beat-fringe phase of the light storage process corresponds to that of the CW probe light. When the time delay between the writing coupling light and reference light is determined, the properties of the beat fringe between the retrieval light and reference light correspond to those of the beat fringe of the CW probe light, because the longitudinal phase coherence of the retrieval light pulse is dependent on that of the reading coupling light^[@CR21]^.Figure 5For 800-m-long delay line corresponding to 4.2-μs time delay, beat fringes of CW probe light and storage light pulses according to storage time.

In order to further understand our results that the longitudinal phase coherence of the retrieval light depend on that of the reading coupling light, we briefly illuminated as the dark-state polariton (DSP) in a Λ-type atomic system^[@CR23]^, whose schematic diagram is shown in Fig. [6](#Fig6){ref-type="fig"}. The three-level atomic model in Fig. [6](#Fig6){ref-type="fig"} is composed of two ground states ($\documentclass[12pt]{minimal}
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                \begin{document}$${\phi }_{Cr}(t)$$\end{document}$ denotes the phase fluctuations of the coupling fields for reading. The first term of Eq. ([4](#Equ4){ref-type=""}) described the matter component for the storage process in the atomic ensemble. The spin state of matter component is independent on the phase fluctuation between probe and coupling fields because of the phase-locked probe and coupling fields. However, when the coupling field for reading is turn on, as can be known from the second term of Eq. ([4](#Equ4){ref-type=""}), the phase of the retrieval field is identical to that of the coupling light for reading. Therefore, we can conclude that the retrieval-light phase coherence corresponds to the phase of the coupling light for reading.

Conclusion {#Sec8}
==========

We have reported the dependence of the longitudinal phase coherence of a retrieval light pulse on the phase of the coupling light used for reading during the retrieval process, for the case of a warm Rb atomic vapor employed as the atomic medium. A delayed beat interferometer between the retrieval light and a delayed reference light was employed to analyze the retrieval-light phase. From the visibility and phase of the observed beat fringe between the retrieval and delayed reference light beams for various delay times, we experimentally confirmed that the phase coherence of the retrieval light to the delayed reference light is dependent on the phase of the coupling light used for reading in the storage process. Our experimental results demonstrate that the retrieval-light phase coherence is preserved for the storage time, but corresponds to that of the coupling light for reading. As the properties of the retrieval light are related to not only the incoming probe light, but also the coupling light, our results have wide application with regard to the classical and non-classical properties of retrieval light, such as its spatial coherence, polarization, optical frequency, entanglement, qubits, and photon statistics. We further believe that our results have very important implications for various fields related to light storage and quantum memory, such as atomic physics, quantum optics, and quantum communications.

**Publisher\'s note:** Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

This work was supported by the Basic Science Research Program through the National Research Foundation of Korea funded by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (No. 2015R1A2A1A05001819). Also, this work was supported by KIST Institutional Program (2E26681).

H.S.M. conceived the project and designed the experimental setup. T.J. and J.P. performed the experiment. H.S.M. discussed the results and contributed to writing the manuscript.

Competing Interests {#FPar1}
===================

The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
